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Abstract 
Do enterprise social network platforms in an organization make the company more 
innovative? Through communication, collaboration, and knowledge exchange, innovation 
ideas can easily be expressed, shared and discussed with many partners in the 
organization. Yet, whether this guarantees innovation success remains to be seen. We 
studied how innovation ideas traversed – or not – from an enterprise social network platform 
into regular innovation processes at a large Australian retailer. We found that innovation 
success of the innovation ideas depend on how easily understandable the idea is on the 
platform, how long it is being discussed – and how powerful the social network participants 
are in the organization. Our findings inform management strategies for the governance of 
enterprise social network use and the organizational innovation process. 
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Introduction 
In their efforts to identify and develop new innovations, organizations increasingly turn to 
information technology to assist them [4], up to the point that many argue that IT-enabled 
innovation is becoming the core differentiator between successful and unsuccessful 
businesses [10].  In recent years, organizations have especially been looking at Web 2.0 
technologies, in particular social networks, to assist them [18]. These are online platforms 
that allow users to interact with each other and to maintain interpersonal relationships. 
Social network platforms have led to new routines in the organizational innovation process. 
The use of open social network technologies, for instance, has led to new movements such 
as crowdsourcing [7] or open innovation [23]. Social networks within companies – enterprise 
social networks (ESN) – however, cannot that easily draw on the wisdom of the crowds. 
They are confined to members of the organization. Still, in theory, they should allow 
members of an organization to connect, share, develop, and morph innovation ideas 
independent of geographical, temporal, structural, or organizational dispersion. Yet, whether 
these affordances are realized in organizational innovation remains unclear. While some 
companies have successfully used internal social networks as innovation platforms, for 
example Tata Group’s InnoVerse platform [17] or SAP’s Idea Space [9], many other 
organizations struggle. Often, this is because organizations that implement enterprise social 
network technologies do not necessarily create the processes needed around them to use 
the provided data expediently [13]. Therefore, while studies show that IT platforms, broadly 
speaking, foster innovation [11], the question whether enterprise social networks make for 
good platforms for actual and potential innovators is far from clear [14]. 
We examine the process through which innovation ideas that are created and shared on 
enterprise social networks progress – or not – into actual innovation implementation 
projects. We studied how a large Australian retailer used a social network platform to 
encourage employees to develop and share innovative ideas. We then analyzed what 
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became of these ideas – and which factors influenced their chance of success: Is it a matter 
of quality of the idea? Of its presentation on the platform? And: what matters more – the 
intensity of discussion between social networking parties or the organizational power of 
those involved?  
How Do Organizations Innovate? 
The Organizational Innovation Process 
Organizational innovation efforts are crucial activities to stay competitive against other 
market players in fast changing environments. Innovation processes are typically 
distinguished in several key stages, each providing activities that need to be performed 
within these efforts. 
One widely accepted way of thinking about organizational innovation processes is through 
the stage gate model [3]. This model suggests that innovations follow stages – each with a 
gate that needs to be passed before proceeding. The first stage is called ideation – the 
discovery of an idea, followed by the stages business case, development, testing and finally 
launch. After each stage, decisions are made at the gate whether or not to proceed: a 
discovered idea may not be scoped appropriately; a business case might not be strong 
enough, product development might fail, testing may reveal significant faults, and finally the 
launch may be unsuccessful. 
How do enterprise social networks support this process? They can provide assistance 
especially during early stages, like the idea generation phase and the affected decisions that 
need to be conducted around this phase, viz., during ‘Discovery’, or the ‘Building of a 
Business Case’. In these stages, online social platforms provide a high potential for 
employee involvement, whereas the subsequent ‘Development’, ‘Testing and Validation’, 
and ‘Launch’ and ‘Post-Launch Review’ phases require work that needs to be conducted 
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primarily outside of an online platform (e.g., the real implementation of a developed service 
offering in the organization).  
Involving Employees in Innovation 
Increasingly, organizations realize that they can become more innovative by capitalizing on 
the insights and ideas of their employees [15]. As employees are part of the day-to-day 
business, they are able to provide expert knowledge on products and services. The firm’s 
knowledge base provided by its employees, can thus improve an organization’s 
performance in innovation efforts [20]. By including employees directly in the innovation 
activities of an organization, the organizational innovative potential can be increased. This is 
because aside from generating innovative ideas, employees can also provide several 
innovation support services, including, for instance, searching out new technologies, 
suggesting new ways to achieve objectives, applying new work methods, and investigating 
and securing resources to implement new ideas [24, p. 324]. 
Using Enterprise Social Networks for Sharing Innovative Ideas 
Can enterprise social networks be used as innovation platforms for employees? There are 
many reasons why one would think so. ESN differ from traditional communication platforms 
(like telephone or even face-to-face communication) in how idea development and 
innovation can be supported. First, on an ESN, idea developers are able to reach an 
unknown audience beyond the network of people they know themselves. They can thereby 
communicate their ideas to a wider part of the organization. For example, idea originators 
can reach domain experts and include expert knowledge within the development. Second, 
they can call attention on their ideas by potential decision maker (e.g., senior managers), 
which is often elusive in traditional settings. Third, as the information on ESN is persistent 
over time [21], existing discussions can be used as impulses for the development of new 
ideas and other parties can join the development process independent of time and space. 
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Fourth, a further advantage is that comments and opinions by other ESN participants can 
provide relevant information for the iterative development of an idea. Fifth and finally, ESN 
technologies provide features that can make communications richer. For example, an 
innovation idea can be presented using different types of media (e.g., video, hyperlinks, 
polls, etc.) and hence, can be explained and augmented with additional information in 
various formats.  
In summary, ESN provide a means for rich presentation of ideas, which can be 
communicated to a broad audience and discussed on the base of impulses received from 
previous experiences on ESN independent of time and space. Furthermore, ESN can be 
used as a “megaphone” for those employees who have good ideas but were never asked 
before. Those employees are the people working with the new implemented idea on a day-
to-day basis and who have execution knowledge and knowledge about customers’ and 
employees’ needs. Still, there are also disadvantages of ESN for idea development 
activities, for instance, the lack of emotional expressions. As no personal one-on-one 
communication occurs, interpersonal communication styles and preferences cannot be 
committed [8].  
 
Our Study 
We were interested in whether the claimed advantages of ESN materialize in organizational 
innovation efforts. We studied the innovation efforts at a global top 20 retail organization in 
Australia. The organization established innovation management structures and processes 
and the organization is also an active user of an ESN platform. Over 14,000 users are active 
on the platform, having contributed over 50,000 posts in over 500 topic groups since July 
2011. 
In November 2011, the case organization set up a dedicated forum on its ESN (labeled 
“Innovation Crew – Ideas & Learning”), to share and to discuss matters of innovation. Within 
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that group, 489 posts and comments were made by 97 active users between November 
2011 and March 2013. The group is accessed by a total of 857 registered users, and is 
open for access to all ESN users within the network. It is this data that we studied. 
To guide our study, we developed a framework to categorize factors that appeared 
important. We now describe these categories briefly. To examine the framework and to 
obtain more detail about the different factors, the interested reader is referred to [16].  
The Content of an Innovation Idea 
Innovations start with having a good idea. To characterize how good the content of an idea 
is, several criteria are available [6], which usually focus on novelty, originality and quality of 
an idea, but also matters of expression and presentation: how accessible is the idea to 
others? Is implementing the idea feasible? How clearly is the idea presented? This also 
entails its implicational explicitness: how clearly are the implications stated that flow from 
implementing the idea? 
The Content Flow of an Innovation Idea 
Any idea that is being shared and discussed on an enterprise social network creates content 
flow. Content flow describes the trace of comments, posts, likes and other activities by ESN 
users in response to the original posting of the idea. This content flow can be examined in 
multiple ways: in terms of duration and intensity of the discussion about an idea [12], or the 
type and mass of participants [2]. Together, these factors determine the length and the 
breadth of the content flow.  
The Users 
Finally, being a social network, we also need to examine who is active on the network about 
the innovation idea, that is, the users. We can differentiate originators of an idea and 
contributors to an idea [22]. The latter category describes those that did not have the original 
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idea but that joined in a discussion of the idea and in doing so help to refine, challenge or 
progress the idea. Both originators and contributors can be described in three ways: by 
organizational position, network power, and level of engagement. Position is a term to 
describe their standing in the organizational hierarchy. Power expresses users’ ability to 
attract and influence others using their social ties [19]. The level of engagement describes 
how deeply involved users are cognitively or emotionally in the innovation process: whether 
they care. 
Data Analysis 
Our analysis proceeded in three stages. 
First, we extracted the data from the ESN forum “Innovation Crew – Ideas & Learning”, 
which consisted of conversations about innovation ideas for a period of 16 months. In that 
timeframe, 63 ideas were proposed and then discussed on the ESN, involving overall 97 
active users. We then hired three research assistant as independent raters of the content of 
these ideas. Using our content criteria, the three raters evaluated each idea on a scale from 
1-5 for each factor. The raters worked independently in multiple rounds after each of which 
they jointly discussed their rating of each idea, until consensus was reached. 
Second, about the users, we collected data from the organization regarding their 
hierarchical position in the organization and used social network analysis to estimate their 
power and engagement in the ESN innovation forum. 
Third, we also surveyed the users to capture data about their innovation ideas, in particular 
how successful these ideas were. In the survey, the users had to define the innovation stage 
their ideas had reached. In addition, we asked open-ended questions about the progression 
of the ideas and their personal attitude towards the ESN with respect to its impact on the 
organization’s innovation strategy. We received 23 survey responses about the progress of 
each of the 63 initial ideas, which represents a response rate of 36.5%. 
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Findings 
Few Ideas will survive beyond the enterprise social network 
One of the first notable findings was that, overall, innovation progress is scarce. Figure 1 
shows the distribution of the ideas across the different innovation stages, showing that 
overall few ideas progressed past the ideation stage – signaling the common trend that 
organizations often do not lack ideas but the capacity to act on them [1]. 
Figure 1. Distribution of Innovation Ideas across the Innovation stages 
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Originality and Implementability do not matter for an idea 
We correlated all relationships between the factors of interest in the categories content, 
content flow and user, with the overall progress of each innovation idea (Table 1). 
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Table 1. Correlations 
  
Organi-
zational 
position 
of 
originator 
Network 
power of 
originator 
Accepta-
bility 
Impli-
cational 
explicitn
ess 
Complete-
ness 
Mass of 
partici-
pants 
Intensity of 
discussion 
Duration of 
discussion 
Network 
power of 
contributor 
Organi-
zational 
position of 
contributor 
Progress 
of 
innovation 
idea 
Organizational 
position of 
originator 
1.00                     
Network power of 
originator 0.39
** 1.00                   
Acceptability 0.15 -.26* 1.00                 
Implicational 
explicitness 0.03 -.26
* 0.17 1.00               
Completeness -0.01 -.28* 0.05 0.67** 1.00             
Mass of participants 0.04 0.16 -0.23 -0.07 0.13 1.00           
Intensity of 
discussion 0.00 0.17 -0.19 -0.06 0.20 0.93
** 1.00         
Duration of 
discussion -0.02 0.03 -0.28
* -0.19 0.05 0.55** 0.54** 1.00       
Network power of 
contributor -0.02 0.03 -0.10 -0.04 -0.05 0.54
** 0.44** 0.27* 1.00     
Organizational 
position of 
contributor 
0.02 0.02 -0.16 -0.16 -0.04 0.51** 0.45** 0.30* 0.72** 1.00   
Overall progress of 
innovation idea -0.02 0.57
** 0.12 -0.02 0.00 0.29 0.49* 0.22 0.39 0.36 1.00 
**   Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). *   Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 
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The analysis of the correlations in Table 1 allowed us, firstly, to identify those factors that did 
not matter: We found that the originality, implementability, clarity or effectiveness of a 
proposed innovation idea had no discernible impact on how far an idea progressed. This 
suggests that it initial innovation development stages an idea must not necessarily be well-
developed, need not be overly novel, and doesn’t have to be concerned with matters of 
implementation. We also found that the richness of presentation did not matter: ideas that 
were proposed with additional sketches, diagrams or even videos fared no better than ideas 
that were simply sketched in text. 
Finally, we also found that the level of user engagement did not influence the progress of an 
idea. Ideas may come from active, regular users – but just as well from users that only 
engaged in innovation forums once. 
Ideas must be clear, and senior stakeholders must participate 
Aside from identifying irrelevant factors, our analysis of the correlation data also allowed us 
to identify those factors that apparently influenced the progression of innovation ideas. 
Using regression modeling, we estimated the relative impact (positive or negative) of each 
factor. Table 2 shows the results from this analysis in which ‘innovation progress’ (using the 
stages in Figure 1) was the dependent variable. The first column lists all factors that the 
analysis identified as significant predictors, grouped by category. The second column lists 
the relative importance of each predictor, expressed as the standardized regression 
coefficients (β) and their significance level (p). Overall, the predictors together explained 
80% of the variance in innovation idea progress. The data shows that, firstly, users are the 
most relevant influence factor for the progression of an innovation idea, especially the 
network power of the idea originator (how big his or her audience is on the network) as well 
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as having hierarchically sufficiently senior members of the organization participating in the 
discussions. Secondly, the data shows that ideas from originators with a higher position in 
the organization were less likely to progress, suggesting that “bottom-up” ideas [5] (with 
appropriate senior support from contributors) fared better in the process. Thirdly, the results 
suggest that the acceptability and explicitness of an idea mattered, whereas originality or 
implementability did not. 
Table 2. Results of regression analysis predicting Innovation Idea Progress 
Beta 
1. The Content of an innovation idea 
Implicational explicitness 0.36** 
Acceptability 0.25* 
2. The Content Flow of an innovation idea 
Duration of discussion 0.24* 
3. The Users 
Network power of originator 1.05*** 
Organizational position of originator -0.45** 
Organizational position of contributor 0.47*** 
  
* p ≤ 0.05, ** p ≤ 0.01, *** p ≤ 0.001 
Adjusted R2 = 0.80, F(6,16) = 15.32, p < 0.001. 
Organizations must provide structure, standards and leadership 
When we surveyed the participants and contributors in the innovation forum, we also 
learned from their qualitative feedback and comments which barriers they faced in their 
innovation initiatives. Table 3 contrasts the identified success factors (from Table 2) with the 
perceived innovation barriers that participants identified as failure factors. We found in 
particular that innovators demanded more guidance in the innovation process. In the 
company studied, no standards or examples for the presentation of an innovative idea 
were provided which led to the presentation of visionary ideas that cannot be progressed 
further. Second, no standards for the type of an idea (e.g., incremental versus disruptive 
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idea) were provided as guidance. Third, there were no structures or processes for 
feedback to effectively monitor the progression of ideas. Regarding the management of the 
innovation community, innovators lamented the lack of senior leadership presence on the 
platform, and thereby the lack on involvement in the overall innovation efforts. Fifth, the 
company did not implement an innovation recognition or incentivisation program, even 
though other cases (such as SAP [9]) show how successful innovation reputation programs 
can be. 
Table 3. Success and Failure Factors for the Progression of Innovation Ideas 
Success Factors  Failure Factors 
Implicational explicitness of innovation Idea  Missing standards or examples for the presentation of an innovative idea 
Acceptability of innovation Idea  Missing standards for the type of an innovation idea 
Position of originator  Missing structures or processes for feedback 
Power of originator  Missing presence of leadership on the platform 
Position of contributor in content flow  Missing recognition of employees’ innovation efforts 
Duration of content flow   
 
Using Enterprise Social Networks Effectively as Innovation 
Platforms 
Through our study of the innovation efforts of our case organization, we identified factors 
that are needed to successfully progress innovation ideas on ESN. Our analysis reveals a 
need for the development of standards and examples for the presentation of innovation 
ideas in an ESN. Furthermore, they reveal that innovation endeavors in an ESN can only be 
successful if responsible employees from higher hierarchical levels participate in the 
network. Therefore, when using an ESN as platform for innovation, organizations have to 
consider a specific role and a specific amount of time needed and allocated to the network. 
Additionally, as especially hierarchically low level employees provided ideas in the network 
that progressed far, organizations, when implementing an ESN for innovations have to allow 
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for time spend by these people in the network. This might be realized, for instance, by 
including innovation activities in the employees’ KPIs and, hence, accept spending time of 
the working routine in the network. 
We also found that organizations have to implement standards, templates and processes to 
assist the innovation efforts of their employees. In particular, existing innovation endeavors 
have to be surrounded by formal processes that assist the tracing of innovation ideas as 
well as the presentation of organizational innovation efforts. Furthermore, organizations 
have to provide standards and examples regarding the type and presentation of innovation 
ideas they wish to see. In case these factors are disregarded, innovation efforts might fail 
because ideas presented in the network do not have enough power or momentum to 
progress further – and, in consequence, the motivation of employees for using innovation 
platforms will eventually be lost. 
Research Limitations 
In sharing our findings and implications, we caution about the limitations of our study. First, 
the study was conducted in a single Australian retail organization. Although this organization 
is one of the leading global retail organizations, the results are not necessarily generalizable 
to other domains (e.g., manufacturing industries) or other countries (e.g., developing 
countries). Second, we note that the number of ideas and conversations we were able to 
examine is relatively low. Although overall 63 ideas were classified as relevant, only 23 
responses could be obtained about their progress. 
Although these limitations call for caution in interpretation, our research still provides much 
needed empirical evidence about how effective ESN are as innovation platforms – and how 
organizations can maximize the effectiveness of these platforms.  
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